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The Bronzed Grackle, Quiscalus quiscula (eneu.}, nlzﬂ?;nbi:% sth(ft
public generally as “blackbird,” is one of the most fa Py 0
the Nashville region. The species 1 highly gregali‘:llouli af gal CTs
in flocks of thousands at certain seasons. Tht? Seii (i) : t?‘eesrrrrl' vine
roosts, preferring for that purpose the Tows © ks acoeue e C:Enovvmg
along city streets, or the plantings found 1n Paé, Si:) : sg i It)uses,
cemeteries and other public grounds. This habit flmgb oo the
notice of nearly everyone. Considerable attent1tcl)n Gas kelrenRglven to
this subject by bird students and a paper On the Grackle Roosts at

1 l i ic in its field. Nash-
Oberlin College, by Dr. Lynds Jones, 1S & classic in 1
ville observer% ha}x;e long been interested in our local roosts and

programs have been devoted to this topif: b}.; tthe local bird society. |

Other birds with similar flocking habits join the (}rag:kles in their
roosts, and often outnumber that species. In the _wrlte}‘ S experience,
eight species have been found in the roosts at various times, althopgh
five is the largest number known to _be' present in any one gatherlng_
These additional species are Starling (Sturnus vylgaris vulgaris,
Linn.); Cowbird (Molothrus ater ater, Bodd.) ; Purple Martin
(Progne subis subis, Linn.) ; Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius phee-
niceus, subsp.); English Sparrow (Passer domesticus domesticus,
Linn.), and Robin (Turdus migratorius, subsp.). The Cedar Wax-
wing (Bombycilla cedrorum, Vieill.) may also join a roost, as flocks
have several times been noted flying with Grackles at dusk. The
Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus, Mull.) undoubtedly occurs,
but has not been identified by the writer. These other birds, however,
are not considered in this paper, since this study was concerned only
with the Bronzed Grackle, and chiefly as observed in Centennial Park
in Nashville, Tennessee, during the last sixteen years.

Since Grackles live in flocks throughout the year, it seems best to
follow the birds through their annual cycle in considering their roost-
ing habits. It is impracticable to separate the gatherings of different
seasons, such as “spring roosts” and “fall roosts,” as they run into
one another, and the same habit i1s involved in all. In many grega-
rious species, as the Robin, the flocks break up into pairs in the breed-
ing season, and i1t might be supposed that the Grackles do likewi1se.
But this is not the case, as they usually nest in colonies, thus preserv:
ing the flock organization, aithough on a reduced scale. Isolated
breeding pairs may be found, but they are not the rule with ths
species. The persistence of the group habit is further scen in the
maintenance of roosts through the breeding season, in spite of the
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strong pull of the reproductive instincts at that time. Close observa-
tion of the Grackle will reveal a roost every night the species is
present in the region.

Large flocks of Grackles sometimes winter in the Nashville region,
while stragglers and wandering bands gf varying size are occasional
in most winters. These birds are believed to be largely from the
territory north of the Ohio River. Probably few local breeding
birds remain here through the winter. At any rate they do not stay
on their nesting grounds during that period and the return to their

breeding sites in the spring supplies a convenient point at which to
begin an account of their roosting habits.

The return of' the Grackle to its breeding territory can be as
accurately determined as in the case of other summer residents. The
first arrivals appear in February, but the dates vary much. Only a
small portion of the total breeding population comes in at first, but
their numbers soon reach normal’ It is an easy matter to distinguish
these birds from the stragglers that may appear at any time in the
winter. The behavior of the two types is entirely unlike. The
resident birds” occupy a definite territory, often a single tree, and
remain in its vicinity. Unattached birds, on the other hand, seem
to be interested only in food, and wander continually.

From the first day of their arrival these birds go to some roost.
Usually it is located some distance from the nesting area, but some-
times a colony will roost within their breeding territory. The Cen-
tennial group of about twenty-five pairs did this in 1928. One
might well ask, “How do the small, scattered groups know where
the flock will gather that night " Probably they simply return to a
roost site used in former years, just as they have returned to a
familiar nesting site.

Since the number of Grackles present in the region is at first
small, it follows that the early spring roosts are also small. In time
they will increase in size, but rarely exceed five hundred birds. They
are rather local in scope and a number of them will be found scat-
tered in various parts of the city. It would require a corps of ob-
servers to discover and study all of them; one person can only hope
to follow the fortunes of a few located in a small section of the
region.

The following incomplete list of the roosting sites used by the
Centennial colony will give some idea of the number and diversity
of such gatherings at this season. For a number of years the regular
night resort was a haw thicket on the Park hill. In 1923 a changﬁ
occurred, the flock using some locality in west Nashville. E:“.
evening they gathered in the trees on the hill as had been t exﬁr
habit for many years, then, when nearly time for roosting, flew o
to the west. The same procedure was followed in 1924, but a ch:tl}ge
was made in the third week of March, and the birds resumed (Eood:ll:g
on the Park hill. This was continued until 1927, when thes 0‘;,3 sk
were first noted using a grove of magnolias on the campu
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Fig. 1. Roosts of the Bronzed Grackle at Nashville. 1. Centel}uial P.afki
2. Wellington Ave.; 3. Richland Ave.; 4. Fisk University; 5. Cuvdar Lane;
6. Stratton Ave.; 7. Greenwood Ave.; 8. Mount Olivet Cemetery.

when the old roost site on the hill was only a few hundred yards

away. At the same time there were undoubtedly a number oi undis-
covered roosts in different parts of the citv.

Occasionally a roost was placed away from the city. An example
E:zedls?lovered on April 9, 1933, on the Elm Hill Pike at Merntt
CEdar‘s“ 1}3;(—:: several hundred Grackles were roosting in a clump _:35
It was locate site was four and a quarter miles from the city Im™

as ‘ocated by following the fly lines of the flocks that rravel

to 1t each evenin X e
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but this wag not used oute lay another and larger € g
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In the spring small parties -of Grackles may be attracted to roosts
of other, more numerous species. On February 24, 1929, about fiftv
were found in a tree in the center of a thicket in the rear of Cavert
School on Jones Avenue. The rest of this area was crowded with
many hundreds of Starlings and Robins.

It is an interesting sight to watch a colony leave for the roost.
One by one. as sunset approat‘ches, the birds leave the lawns where
they have been feeding, or their song perches in the prospective nest-
ing trees, and move up into the top of some nearby tree. There the
little flock gathers, chattering and singing the while. Soon they
spread their wings and set their course straight for the place where
they intend to spend the night. It may be far over the rows of
houses and the low hills beyond, or close by in plain view—it matters
not—their flight is direct and unbroken until they arrive at the
appointed spot. At the roost itself many such small parties may
be seen arriving from widely separated localities. The birds do not
always go to the nearest roost. Flocks from the suburbs have been
observed passing over the Centennial hill roost en route to the Fisk
University campus, a mile farther from their starting point.

The small size of these spring roosts is pretty good proof that they
are composed only of local breeding birds. The details of the migra-
tion of more northern breeding birds through this region, if such a
movement occurs, are unknown. It would most likely be over before
the first of March. In January and Februarv there are frequent
reports of large flocks of Grackles in the outlying country. These
flocks are not known to come into the city to roost as thev would in
the fall, and they probably remain distinct from the Nashville nesting
group. At present their roosting habits are unknown.

Thus, at the beginning of the nesting season, it is found that the
breeding population of Grackles spends the day in their nesting
grounds throughout the city and suburbs, and gathers for the night
in a number of widely scattered roosts of small size and local char-
acter. Such roosts are not firmly fixed and are subject to change
from year to vear. even from one week to the next in some cases.
They are usually located within the city and occupy either evergreen
or deciduous trees indifferently. Spring roosts are continued ‘on into
the breeding season.

The breeding season begins in March. The earliest date for nest
building is March 19, 1927, but this was delayed in 1929 until April 5.
It is largely dependent upon the development of the vegetation. for
thE_ first nests are usually placed in evergreens or trees that put out
their leaves very early, such as the weeping willow. In a late season
S0me 1mpatient pairs will build in privet hedges and boxwood bushes.

€15 a spread of a month between earlv and late egg dates, with
the majority being laid from April 15 to 25. As a result, there is a
like spread during which the broods of voung are going out into the
world. The family parties do not join the roosts at one time, but
appear gradually, as the voung attain flight powers.
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‘oht to join others O * 00, late .
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. .on, and they may help mainta; i
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this time. The exact MaTC. = 1y, Howeve 8 P the roo
could not be Jearned 10 this study. ) fr, hl‘OOSts reach ther
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or more of the small, Jocal roOStS, gesgdtmlg 1N an apparent increasz
At one point, but the sulm1 total of individual ro0sts and roosting 1,y
ches its annual low.

hel"I(::hle‘aeimall roosts of the spring SEAI0 that have been descriheq
are gradually brought together during f heﬁsummer and fall into op,
large gathering. T his change is usually first noted in the breediy,
season, as above noted. In 1925 and 1926 the Centennial Park py
roosts were used as a aucleus for an enlarged group of this type.
On March 2, 1925, there were f_orty Grackles in th1e roost. By Apri]
12 the number had grown until the roost was estimated to contajy
one thousand birds. This large ﬂ_OCk must have gathered from ,
considerable area and almost certainly represented a union of twg
or more small spring roosts. It was cogtmued on 1nto the summer
and went through the breeding season W1theut loss of numbers. Ip
1926, the growth was slower and the flock did not reach the thousand
mark until May 17. .

The flight into these breeding season roosts 1s rarely organized into
flocks. Usually the birds travel in pairs or alone, with an occasional
group of three or four. The gregarious instinct that causes the
Grackles to form these roosts does not seem to be strong enough to
bring them together into flocks while traveling to a roost in this
period. For example, on April 9, 1926, the writer found that fully
75 per cent of the birds flying into the Centennial Park roost arrived
in pairs. Later, on May 17, the flight was composed of twos and
threes, with a few groups of six and eight birds.

The breeding season may be said to end in June, for in that month
the last young birds leave the nests. The earliest broods take wing
about the middle of May, and for the next month other groups are
going out into the world. The Grackles are now freed from ther
nesting sites, where they have confined themselves since arrival
months before. Concernied only with securing food for their clam-
orous offspring, they wander freely, and soon widely. about the
countryside. These changes are soon reflected in the roosts.

A rapid increase in the size of the roosts begins in the last week
of May, when 'the first young birds join the gatherings.

6, 1919, a roost in the Park contained 360 birds; one W&

on the 14th, there were 705 present. Another example: jae
1926, 644 were counted flying past one point at the edge of la rgfjltl'
the

on the 16th the number had grown to 829. In the last casc
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included only about one-third of the roosting group, as most of the
birds passed into the roost by other routes. The total was about
2,500. At the end of June this roost had doubled. _Five thousand
birds was the usual size of the Centem_nal roost mn mid-summer,

The growth of a roost 1s accompanied by an increase in the size
of the flocks that fly into it. After the young take wing we see the
family parties enlarge into the groups that in time become the flocks
of thousands of birds observed in the fall. Some examples of this

development in the month of June are as follows: June 19, 1918,
it was noted, “saw a flock of twent -

eight.” Later, on June 30, “flock

viduals.” ~ July 9, 1926, “saw flocks running up to one hundred
birds.” June 19, 1928 “many groups of eight and ten,” and on the
25th, “eighteen and twenty are frequent.” If the roost continues to
grow through the summer this Increase in the size of the flocks will
go along with it. Following the breeding season, it is generally true

e flocks flying into a roost is directly related to the
size of the gathering itself

Roosts are often moved t
These new sites are usually

previous years. Centennial Park
summer and fall for many years.

.

was the scene of large roosts every

The last of these gatherings was
that of 1927, and the writer knows they were established hefore 1914,
when he first observed them.

Throughout the period mentione

d, the Park roosts followed g
definite pattern in their growth and

development for each year. The

at an apparently even rate and further extension of the bounds of

the roost would he necessary from time to time. Thus the birds
would overflow into the pPlayground (where they were very unwel-

come), and into the jungle, as well as into the trees on the islands
and.shores of the lake.

ince 1927 a variety of sites have been occupied by the Grackles

following the breeding season. These will be mentioned in detail

low. In 1928, the roost was placed in a grove of young trees east
of the Park and in the rear of Father Ryan High School. In the
Same year g very few Grackles roosted in the shade trees in tﬁe
3500 block on Richland Avenue. This was the beginning of the
Richland roost. In 1929, a small roost was discovered on Welling-
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ks east anl 4]ly thick stand of shade trees,
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ollo . . :
Jme history W&~ 2 burn by the birds in the early
1930, the 9 d mn op 17 most of the Grackles vgﬁg

of the summers DU L wards the Stratton area. A Visit to thy
d the roost to be very large, with ay

thered farther east on Greenwood Avenue. Sy
gathe’ edure Was followed 1n the two succeeding
ame}fno 1033 is tracing the same course. However,
o de, since the tornado of March 14,

. aoain be ma :
some change ma) iialof; the fine trees ifl the Stratton roost.

1933, destroygd gacl)ing Jccounts of the long continued Park roosts

From the 01(‘1 bathel‘ings of more recent years it might be inferred
and the Scatteri 2 i the Grackles’ roosting habits.  How-
that a change former concentrated roosts in Cen-

beli d gatherings of more recent

- d the widely separate : & OL I
;e;irilsalre];’ﬁ;kko?ﬂl)w the same plat, and are in fact identical. When

roosts are growing, as in the summer ‘an.d fall, mosj: of the changes
in sites occupied are due to overcrowding of the first selected locali-
" ties. In the Park there were a number of clogely associated areas
where a roost might be placed. 'The overflow did not have to move
tar. As a result the Grackles could gxpand their roost without
moving from the neighborhood. Outside the Park, however, an
overgrown roost may necessitate a removal of several miles to the
next available site. This seems tO explain the removal of the Wel-
lington and Richland roosts to Cedar Lane, and later to the Stratton
region. In former years the whole roosting cycle from small spring
roosts to the large fall gatherings could be observed 1n Centennial
Park : but in later vears the same scheme has been carried out upon
a b_roader stage, the successive scenes taking place 1n widely separated
neighborhoods. The Stratton roost has thus taken the place of the
Egﬁ elt; the Park in the fall, just as the Wellington and Richland roosts
ecome the summer rendezvous.

The observer soon learns to know the symptoms that indicate
mo?j[ is to be moved. The whole flock becomes restless, and after
:Etet ;ngqﬁto.the roost trees will arise and make short flights about
the neighborhood. A disturbance that would ordinarily catse i
whole CO]OI??SS IC?I‘ﬂong the birds will, at this critical time, send thi
formed on t%l oh_uo‘n an extended flight. The spring roosts thial
into the 1o e hill in Centennial Park were moved in June of July

wer portion of the Park, a few hundred yards awa?: In
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that case the flock would make short flights from the old roost tq

new site and then return to the regular shelter. A few birds
the ht occupy the new locality at once; and it would he but 5 fey
3:55, or a week at most, after the flight maneuvgrs were first noted,
that the change woul.d take place. After 4 TOOst 15 deserted the birds
will sometimes continue to fly to it and pass over the site as if it
were a landmark, or still associated in their memories with the roost-
ing habit. It 1s remarkable that the whole group seem to know at
the same time the plans that are to be followed and consequently are
able to act as a unit. . .

Roosts reach their maximum size in
When at their height the Centennial Par
area of about twelve acres, all closely pla
half of the birds that thronged this grove

but even so, the number of Grackles must have reached a hundred
thousand. The Stratton roost occupied about ten city blocks, and
while this area was entirely built up with residences, there was a
thick stand of trees. The number of birds in this roost doubtless
compared favorably with the former gatherings in Centennial Pazlk,
Large roosts were often reported in Mount Olivet Cemetery, but the
author has had no experience with them.

The final stage in the annual cycle of roosts was reached in the
late fall. The Centennial Park roosts were moved to Mount Olivet
Cemetery at that time. This change was made abruptly in the last
part of October, except in two vears. In 1917 , the roost remained
in Centennial Park into the first week in December, giving the latest
date for a major roost in this locality. In 1918, the roost moved in
November, the movement being spread over several weeks during
which the huge gathering gradually dwindled away. The reasons
for this change that came every year are unknown to the writer, but
it is interesting to note that the trees in the Park are all deciduous,
while many evergreens are growing in the cemetery. Mount Olivet
Cemetery thus became the Grackles’ last stand in the Nashville
region, and for many years it was axiomatic among local observers
that if none of the birds were to be found at that place the species
had left the region. Usually they did leave the region before the
first of the year, and Mount Olivet roosts are included in only three
of the Christmas lists made by local students. The relationship of
the Stratton roost and the cemetery locality is not known to the
Wwriter,

The Grackle population of Middle Tennessee doubtless receives
large accessions from more northerly parts of the country. Summer
and fall blackbird roosts are known to be formed in many localities.

1ap compiled by McAtee (1926, p. 373) shows them from t-hﬁ

tlantic Coast to Kansas, and from the latitude of Tennessee no;t.‘
to the Great Lakes Nashville lies just south of the center of tl;{tb
wide belt and can hardly escape whatever migratory movementg) - te
. < : . -leins =
Dlglce. Birds banded in Indiana are shown by Perkin (é‘%ls)di((l)
"grate through western Tennessce in numbers. These birc

October and November.
k gatherings covered an
nted in trees. More than
belonged to other species,
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not reach our state until October and we may infer that the huy
roosts observed in Nashville in that month and in Novembe, age
made up at least in part of transient birds. We may expect bandine
operations to throw much light upon the make-up of fall and Winte%
Grackle flocks. S
Only two instances of the Grackles wintering in this region in 4,
considerable numbers have come to the writer's attention. [ N
vember, 1920, a flock of thousands of Grackles was found rOOStin‘
‘1 2 dense and extensive haw thicket on the north slope of the hiﬁ
in Centennial Park. The group went through the winter withey,
any noticeable decrease in size, and the same thing occurred in the
succeeding winter, 1921-1922. The site selected for this roost wag
the same one that had been used many times for the spring and early
summer gatherings, and these wintering groups were continued ing,
June by the local birds. These roosts were established after e
much larger concentrations had left the Park and may have beey
derived from them, or formed by birds newly arrived from the north,
The thicket occupied by this roost was exposed to the coldegt
winds, and as the bushes were entirely bare of leaves, could offer very
little shelter irom the elements. The growth was very dense, how-
ever, and this doubtless gave protection from predators, as well ag
pefmitting the birds to roost close together. A visit to this roost
one moonlight night showed the birds gathered together in a narrow
belt or layer several feet below the tops of the bushes, at the point
where they were thickest. The effect was much like the exposure
of a coal vein. 'This grouping of the birds undulated with the varia-
tions in size of the bushes in different parts of the thicket, and was
interrupted entirely at two points. where openings occurred in the
stand. Three species were using the roost and were intermingled
without regard to size or color. A calculation based upon the area
covered by the thicket and the observed density of the birds in the
roost indicated that 50,000 Grackles might be in this flock. The
birds spent the day far afield and were only observed in the neigh-
borhood of their roost when flying into it or away, at the end or
beginning of the day.
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